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The Cherry-Tree Carol. 293 

THE CHERRY-TREE CAROL. 

BY JOSEPHINE McGILL. 

Among recent additions to the list of American versions of British 
ballads is "The Cherry-Tree" (Child, No. 54). This quaint and 
beautiful carol was found by the present writer in the mountain 
region of Kentucky near Hindman, Knott County. 

The text is based on an apochryphal story in the Pseudo-Matthew 
Gospel, xx. The earliest English version is to be found in the 
fifteenth-century mysteries, where, as in all English versions, the 
cherry-tree figures. In some Continental versions the date-tree, which 
has the authority of the Apochrypha, is preserved (see Child). 

1. When Joseph was an old man, 

An old man was he, 
He married Virgin Mary, 
The Queen of Galilee. 

2. As Joseph and Mary 

Were walking one day: 
" Here are apples, here are cherries 
Enough to behold." 

3. Then Mary spoke to Joseph 

So meek and so mild: 
"Joseph, gather me some cherries, 
For I am with child." 

4. Then Joseph flew in anger, 

In anger flew he: 
"Let the father of the baby 
Gather cherries for thee." 

5. Then Jesus spoke a few words, 

A few words spoke he: 
"Let my mother have some cherries; 
Bow low down, cherry-tree." 

6. The cherry-tree bowed low down, 

Bowed low down to the ground, 
And Mary gathered cherries 
While Joseph stood around. 

7. Then Joseph took Mary 

All on his right knee: 
"O, what have I done? 
Lord have mercy on me!" 
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8. Then Joseph took Mary all, 

All on his left knee: 
"O, tell me, little baby, 

When thy birthday will be." 

9. "On the sixth day of January 

My birthday will be, 
When the stars in the elements 
Shall tremble with glee." 

So far as the present collector knows, this lovely antique carol has 
not hitherto been tabulated among the versions of British ballads 
found in America. 1 

Significant in connection with the last stanza is the fact that in 
certain sections of the Kentucky mountains Christmas is still cele- 
brated on January the sixth (Old Christmas) . 
Louisville, Ky. 

1 Professor C. Alphonso Smith reports a version from Miss Ellen Dana Conway, Spott- 
sylvania County, Virginia, sung by an old negro who originally belonged to a family in 
Orange County, Virginia (Virginia Folk-Lore Society, Bulletin, vol. ii, No. 4, March, 
1916). The first stanza only is printed: 

"Joseph was an old man, 
And an old man was he, 
And he married Mary, 

The Queen of Galilee." — Eds. 



